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Empowering language learners through the use 
of a curriculum-integrated information literacy 
programme: an action research project

Sahar Alzahrani1

Abstract. This paper implements and evaluates a curriculum-integrated information 
literacy programme in an Arabic primary school in the United Kingdom to empower 
learners and develop life-long learning skills. It reports on an action research 
project with a reflective practice approach used at the beginning of the semester to 
identify potential problems before planning the action. A focus group interview and 
learners’ written output were used to answer three research questions about learners’ 
awareness, attitudes, and confidence about information literacy skills. Enhancement 
was found in these three aspects.
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1.	 Introduction

In the last few decades, a large number of sources of information have appeared, 
and thus learning information search skills is important (Sasikala & Dhanraju, 
2011). To help learners cope with this change, we need to enhance their autonomy 
by equipping them with the needed skills (Schwienhorst, 2008). Learners’ use 
of information literacy skills effectively helps to improve their performance 
in schools (Ilogho & Nkiko, 2014). Information literacy skills are essential for 
the development of life-long learning (Wallace, Shorten, & Crookes, 2000). As 
such, helping learners to become life-long learners and more autonomous entails 
empowering them with opportunities for experimentation with authentic language 
learning material through the use of search tools (Schwienhorst, 2008). 
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The context of this study is an Arabic primary school run by volunteering individuals 
in the United Kingdom. In this school, soft copies of the textbooks are used via 
technology. Learners in this school are proficient at their L2 (English) and they 
are learning writing and reading in their L1 (Arabic). Because information search 
skills are believed to be important for the enhancement of learners’ awareness of, 
attitude towards, and confidence in information exploration (Dunn, 2002), this 
study presents the results for their empowerment in language learning and for the 
development of their life-long learning skills. It also seeks to answer three research 
questions:

•	 To what extent are learners aware of search skills on the internet after the 
training?

•	 What are learners’ attitudes towards search skills after the training?

•	 To what extent are learners confident with looking for and using 
information after the training?

2.	 Method

2.1.	 Study design

“Reflective practice can be a useful precursor to action research. It is not identical 
to it” (McMahon, 1999, p. 163). In reflective practice, teachers do not learn how to 
perform actions, but they learn from their experience and they should be sensitive 
to the needs of their own and of their context as well as the educational philosophies 
adopted by their institutions (McMahon, 1999). In this study, I have adopted a 
reflective practice approach (a thinking approach to practice) which led to a 
strategic action characterising the undertaken action research. Reflective practice 
was used during the first two weeks of the study to identify potential problems 
that might suppress learners’ life-long learning skills. I looked at learners’ needs 
and the existing resources and found that printed textbooks are not available for 
those learners. They have limited competence at information search and are used 
to receiving information from teachers and textbooks. After the reflective practice, 
the strategic action was planned to solve this problem.

This paper reports on an action research that implements and evaluates a curriculum-
integrated information literacy programme in a primary school. The planned action 
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was to provide eight-week training on the information literacy skills to develop 
learners’ search skills on the internet to enhance their awareness and performance 
and to provide a non-graded task at the end of each class to search for a given topic 
(e.g. food etiquette). These eight tasks provide opportunities to explore information 
outside the classroom. Five search skills – appropriate for the young age of those 
learners – were used as the focus of the training: defining the topic; choosing a 
search tool; defining keywords; using search building techniques (e.g. synonyms, 
limiters, and refining); and knowing how to read the search results.

2.2.	 Data collection 

An interpretive approach is exploited in this study in which qualitative data is used 
to explore the potential change in aspects of learning after being exposed to the 
training and after being given the tasks. Learners’ feedback on the tasks and on the 
skills practiced during the course were collected at the beginning of the training 
and after the last task in the training.

To answer the research questions, a Focus Group (FG) interview was used at 
two different times (FG1 after the first task and FG2 after the last task) to collect 
learners’ feedback on the course tasks and skills which were practiced during the 
course. Moreover, learners’ written output was collected every week to evaluate the 
impact of the training and the tasks.

3.	 Results and discussion

The instructional methodology contributed to the development of a set of lifelong 
learning skills. The activity theory – in which a unity between consciousness and 
activity is achieved – is used to explain the findings.

3.1.	 Awareness

•	 To what extent are learners aware of search skills on the internet after the 
training?

This section presents evidence found in learners’ data in the FG regarding 
learners’ enhanced awareness of search skills. In FG2, steps can be identified in 
the explanation of the search process they used. Additionally, longer and richer 
description of the process was provided in FG2 and there was less mention of 
parents’ support in FG2. 
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3.2.	 Attitude

•	 What are learners’ attitudes towards search skills after the training? 

This question was answered using the FG. The first two learners in Table 1 started 
and ended with a positive attitude (easy to look for information on the internet) 
perhaps because they knew beforehand how to use the computer and to code. It was 
difficult for Learner 3 in Task 1 – though he was excited to learn it – but this has 
become easier after the course. Five other learners started with a negative attitude. 
Three of them (4, 5, and 6) have enhanced their attitude as they have benefited 
from the training, but two others (7 and 8) were the least contributing learners and 
maintained their negative attitude.

Table  1.	 Learners’ attitudes towards information search
St. Before the training Reasons After the training Reasons 
1 Easy Coding experience Easy Coding experience
2 Easy Coding experience Easy Coding experience 
3 Difficult, but 

excited 
Likes to explore Easy Practice (he is a 

good student)
4 Difficult, sought 

parents’ help
Result selection, 
reading, and writing

Easier, with 
difficulties

Reading and 
rewriting 
information 

5 Difficult, sought 
parents’ help

New kind of jobs Easier, with 
difficulties

Reading and 
rewriting 
information

6 Difficult, sought 
parents’ help

Hard job Easier, with 
difficulties

Using English 
Keyboard to 
type Arabic

7 Difficult, sought 
parents’ help

Don’t know 
how to write

Difficult The least 
contributing 

8 Difficult, sought 
parents’ help

Need to write a lot Difficult The least 
contributing 

3.3.	 Confidence

•	 To what extent are learners confident with looking for and using 
information after the training?

This question was answered using the FG and learners’ written output. The first two 
learners started and ended the course with great confidence which was attributed 
to their experience in coding. The rest of the learners lacked confidence before the 
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training. Four of them (3, 4, 5, and 6) reported greater confidence after it due to the 
practice they had. Nonetheless, two learners were the least contributing learners 
and they still lacked confidence after the course (Table 2).

Table  2.	 Learners’ confidence about the use of information search 
St. Before the training Reasons After the training Reasons
1 Great Coding experience Great Coding experience
2 Great Coding experience Great Coding experience 
3 No Lots of information Better Practice 
4 No Lack of skills and 

awareness of steps 
Better  Practice 

5 No Don’t know 
how to do it

Better Learned 

6 No Hard job Better  Used it  
7 No Need mum’s help Lack Don’t know 

how to do it 
8 No Lots of details Lack Scared 

To ensure validity of confidence findings, FG was triangulated with learners’ 
written output in the tasks performed at the beginning and at the end to identify 
evidence for the potential improvement in learners’ confidence. In the last task, 
learners were found using longer sentences and their writing length in the tasks 
increased. In addition, the bullet points used in writing the first task were changed 
into full paragraphs in the last task.

4.	 Conclusions

In short, the implemented curriculum-integrated information literacy programme, 
designed for an Arabic primary school in the United Kingdom, seems to show 
effectiveness in developing learners’ awareness of information literacy skills, 
enhancing their attitudes, and promoting their confidence about their information 
literacy competence, as was argued by Dunn (2002). Future research can implement 
a similar programme with learners in higher education.
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